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Abstract There is significant diversity in livestock production across Europe, as a consequence of a range of climatic, historic and economic factors. Yet there are common standards and goals. Enlargement of the European Union has added emphasis to the importance of this diversity. Statistics representing the recent development of organic farming illustrates the considerable variation across the continent in relation to land use and the main animal species farmed. This paper examines some of the climatic and historical impacts of a diverse Europe and recommends a degree of flexibility in the adoption of organic standards

Introduction

There are significant climatic, topographic, cultural, political and historical factors that have influenced agricultural production across Europe, resulting in diverse systems of production (Roderick et al., 2005). The diversity both between and within countries is important for the development of the organic sector, which adopts a common broad philosophy and a single European Union (EU) legislative structure. The range of standards that have existed across the continent, and the long period required to reach agreement on the common EU regulation, serves to illustrate the relevance of this. Enlargement of the EU adds to the diversity and intensifies the need for discussion of this issue. This paper will describe some of the key features and factors influencing diversity and summarises recent developments in the organic livestock sector across Europe. 
Climatic Factors

Climatic characteristics have been used to describe variation in typical grassland production systems across Europe. Agriculture in the far north is characterised by mountain and moorland with low temperatures, high rainfall, high winds, long winters and thin or peat soils best suited to sheep farming and forestry, and to a lesser extent beef. Arable and dairy production tends to be limited to coastal and sheltered areas. In the more central areas, with more maritime climates, intensive milk and meat production is most important. In the heavily forested Alpine areas livestock production is generally limited to small-scale production in fertile valleys with seasonal movement to higher altitudes. Sheep and goats are the most common livestock species in the Mediterranean zone, particularly in the harsher, non-irrigated areas not well suited for cattle. The influence of climate on the prevalence of a particular system is probably greater in the organic farming sector, with its emphasis on natural production, than the more environmentally controlled intensive animal production. 


In most EU countries, organic farming has tended to concentrate in areas considered of marginal agricultural potential, where prevailing practices tend to be less intensive. The Alpine regions of Switzerland and Austria, the Dehesa of Spain, the Scottish highlands and northern Scandinavia provide examples of areas where the climate is harsh and organic livestock farming is common. Whilst organic systems in these regions frequently have positive impacts on biodiversity and landscape enhancement, the consequences in these often isolated areas has been a lack of accessibility to formal market structures and the resulting negative economic impacts. Also there are potentially negative animal welfare issues, including feed energy deficiency, long transport journeys, predation and reduced bio-security 

Historical Factors

Historically, public policies and institutional conditions for organic farming have differed considerably among countries. For example, Denmark has had national support for conversion to organic farming since 1987, whilst in some Mediterranean countries this began in the late 1990s, largely as a response to EU legislation. Michelsen et al. (2001) related the scale of development in organic farming in various European countries partly to the national implementation of EU regulations as well differences in the response to organic farming subsidies. Consumer demand and attitudes have also been a significant driver in determining development. In some countries, such as the UK, the response only followed a decline in general agricultural economy.

Land-use and Livestock Numbers
Organic and in-conversion land area in the enlarged EU (25 countries) reached an estimated 6.0 million hectares (3.8 per cent of UAA) on 155,400 holdings in 2004. The land area increased by 3 per cent compared with 2003 although on average the number of farms declined. There was considerable variation in growth rates between different countries. Land area increased in Portugal, Greece, Austria, Spain, Netherlands and Germany and in most of the new member states, whereas it declined in Denmark and in the UK. 


There was also considerable diversity in relation to land use (proportion of grassland) and the main animal species farmed. In some Mediterranean countries only 10% of the land area was used as grassland, whereas in some regions of the North and West this proportion increases to over 80%.  Table 1 gives an estimate of the numbers of the main livestock species farmed in Europe and the main producing countries.  
Table 1. Estimate of numbers of organic animals in the EU 25 in 2004 and main production countries.

	Animal category
	2004
	Main 
Countries
	% of total livestock 

	Bovine
	1.56 mil
	AT, DE, IT, DK
	1.8%

	Sheep
	1.8 mil
	IT, DE, GB, FR
	2.1%

	Pigs
	493,000
	DE, DK, FR, GB
	0.5%

	Layers (EU15)
	5.4 mil
	FR, GB, DE, DK
	1.5%


(Padel, 2005; EC, 2006) 


Cattle were the main livestock species farmed organically in the northern, central and western European countries, reflecting trends in general agriculture. More than 40% of organically managed bovines were dairy cows in Denmark, France, Germany, the Netherlands and in England.  Sheep and goats were the most important species in the Mediterranean countries, with a strong emphasis on milk production, whereas in the UK and in Ireland the dominant sheep enterprise was meat production. Pig production tended to concentrate in Germany, Denmark, France, UK and Austria. The biggest producer of organic chickens (both layers and table chickens) in 2003 was France with more than 6 million birds, followed by the UK (Padel, 2005). 

Market development

The market for organic products has been estimated to be worth approx 12 to 12.5 billion € in total. The most important markets in value exist in Germany, Italy, France and the UK. Highest organic spending per person exists in Switzerland (over € 100 per capita and year) followed by Denmark and Sweden (Willer and Yussefi, 2006). Difficulties in establishing a balance between supply and demand are typical for the organic markets for milk, beef, sheep and goat meat, i.e. products from ruminant animals. Grassland farms are relatively easily converted to organic production and so supplies of these products will always be relatively plentiful (compared with pig and poultry meats which are more reliant on availability of grain). In 2001, 32% of organically produced milk, 31% of beef and 46% of sheep and goat meat had to be sold to non-organic outlets (Hamm et al., 2004). The market situation for milk and meat has improved but is further affected by increasing concentration of processing plants, so that organic producers in some regions have had no access to registered abattoirs or milk processing plants.  Selling a proportion of product into non-organic outlets, resulting in lower farm gate prices, remains a typical situation for products of organic grazing livestock. 

New EU Members and candidate countries

Recognition of the challenges inherent in diverse systems is perhaps stronger in countries with well established organic farming systems and where farming systems are generally more intensive than they are in countries where organic livestock farming is still relatively undeveloped. In the new and candidate EU countries there has been a relatively rapid expansion of organic farming in a situation with less than ideal physical resources (e.g. livestock housing), little investment capital and a dearth of specialist advisory support. Younie et al. (2006) also highlighted the underdeveloped home market for organic food, a poor organic marketing infrastructure (especially processing), lack of availability of organic replacement animals and feeds, concern over the increasing risk of GMO contamination of livestock feeds, an absence of organic conversion subsidy support and the high costs of inspection and certification.

Conclusion

Across Europe we see diversity in climate, topography, legislation, farm structure, markets, animal disease pressures and many other factors. These have resulted in the evolution of very different organic production systems, frequently producing the same product under the same basic standards. Although there are growing political and economic pressures to develop common legislative structures, these differences also call for a degree of flexibility in the adoption of organic standards. 
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